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Why Are Psychiatric Service Dogs So
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Partnership with a psychiatric service dog remains hard to access for many.
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KEY POINTS

Psychiatric service dogs (PSDs) are trained to perform helpful tasks in response to their owner's
symptoms.
PSDs can be effective for many psychiatric disorders other than PTSD, such as panic disorder,
general anxiety disorder, and schizophrenia.
While PSDs are not "magic bullets," they have been known to reduce the amount and frequency
of psychiatric medication a person needs.

By guest blogger Miranda Stein (and Milo) with co-author Dr. Katherine Compitus.
I am a 27-year-old woman. I am capable, I take care of others, I have a college degree, and
am halfway through a graduate school degree. I’m smart and I’m strong and I take care of
myself. Most of the time. But sometimes I’m 18. Or 13. Or 5. Sometimes I’m a little girl para‐
lyzed by the things I see behind my eyes. Sometimes all I can do is rock and cry.
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At those times, Milo makes the memories go. He curls up by my chest. And he waits with
me, rides out the storm. And slowly, my focus shifts from the terror in my mind and the
spasms in my body to the twitching of his paws against my arms. I breathe his scent in
deeply and he looks into my eyes. His eyes are all I see, guiding me to safety. My breathing
slows towards his and the adrenaline retreats. Back in the present, I’m me again.

Milo performing “watch,” while providing olfactory and tactile stimulation.

Source: Miranda Stein

What's a Psychiatric Service Dog (PSD)?
Psychiatric Service Dogs are most often associated with combat veterans who have posttraumatic stress disorder, but in recent years, a wide variety of people have discovered the
impact that partnering with a psychiatric service dog can have on one’s quality of life and
independence. PSDs are gaining popularity amongst people with non-combat-related
PTSD, such as survivors of assault and domestic violence (Judy, 2011; Jacobson, 2015;
Moore, 2020).
People with diagnoses including depressive disorders, anxiety disorders, panic disorder,
bipolar disorders, schizophrenia, agoraphobia, eating disorders, obsessive-compulsive dis‐
order, schizoaffective disorder, and personality disorders have been able to ﬁnd relief from
symptoms and many have even needed less medication after partnering with PSDs (Es‐
nayra and Love, 2012).
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I would have needed to take medication during the episode described above if I had not
had Milo with me. PSDs are not magic bullets and I still sometimes need to take medication,
but I have been able to reduce the amount and frequency that I need to take it since part‐
nering with Milo. My psychiatrist prefers me to take the lowest effective dose, and I do too,
as many medications can have serious side effects including the possibility of addiction (Ol‐
son, 2020).

Who can beneﬁt from a PSD?
PSDs can be effective for so many other psychiatric disorders than PTSD. Many of the
symptoms and actions that PSDs perform in response (called “tasks”) overlap across diag‐
noses. For example, Milo performs a task for me called “block,” where if we are out in public
together, and someone is standing too close to me and I begin to feel anxious or unsafe,
Milo will step between us, causing the other person to take a step back and creating a
physical barrier for me.

THE BASICS

What Is Psychiatry?
Find a therapist near me

Milo ignoring a beluga whale at the Mystic Aquarium to make sure other guests don’t get too close to me and to keep
checking in
Source: Miranda Stein

This task would also be helpful to a person with agoraphobia, who may feel so over‐
whelmed by anxiety and fears of being trapped in a crowd in a public space that they may
feel completely unable to leave their home at all (Morrison et al., 2014). Having a PSD to
perform block and create that space could allow such people to feel conﬁdent and secure
enough to leave their homes (Esnayra & Love, 2012).
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Another task Milo performs for me is grounding, which is really several tasks in one, de‐
scribed in the passage above. Grounding refers to orienting oneself to the present (usually
through exercises or actions aimed at observing the senses) to alleviate anxiety, panic, in‐
trusive thoughts or memories, and hallucinations (Briere et al., 2015).
Grounding with PSDs can involve different tasks for different people, but for me, it involves
visual, tactile, and olfactory stimulation. Milo performs “watch,” by seeking sustained eye
contact and various deep pressure therapy (DPT) tasks by laying on or against me or lean‐
ing against me. He does not perform any tasks to provide olfactory stimulation, at least not
on purpose (I don’t think!).
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Grounding is helpful to orient me to the present when I am experiencing intrusive memo‐
ries, but it also helps when I am experiencing anxiety or a panic attack. People with panic
disorder, general anxiety disorder, schizophrenia, or other disorders involving psychoses
can all beneﬁt from grounding and thus from PSDs (Esnayra & Love, 2012).
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If needed, DPT can be applied directly to the face.

Source: Miranda Stein

DPT and tactile stimulation can also be used for many purposes other than grounding, and
therefore can be helpful to a wide variety of people. Check out the tables below to see
some other ways that those tasks can be used, as well as a whole bunch of other tasks that
PSDs can be trained to perform for a whole bunch of disorders and symptoms!
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Why are PSDs still uncommon?
PSDs are extremely versatile and have the power to change peoples’ lives in ways we often
couldn’t even imagine. So, why are more people not being partnered with PSDs?
We do need more research to support the success and effectiveness of PSDs, as most of
the research currently available has been done with combat veterans presenting with
PTSD. PSDs are also incredibly expensive and inaccessible to the people who need them.
Buying a pre-trained PSD costs tens of thousands of dollars—and they are rarely subsidized
(Waltzer, 2020). This doesn’t even include the cost of vet and food bills, which can be thou‐
sands of dollars a year (Waltzer, 2020). Plus, waitlists can be months or years long (Walther
et al., 2019). Even if one trains the dog themselves, it can cost thousands of dollars for
classes and private training (Ellingson, 2012).
We need more funding to help people pay for PSDs and the programs that train them. Liv‐
ing a meaningful life regardless of psychiatric disabilities should be an attainable goal for
everyone. We do deserve dogs!
Check out these links to learn more about the psychiatric service dog partnership process if
you think you could beneﬁt from a partnership and/or ask a mental health professional that
you trust for more information:
"Psychiatric Service Dog Partners: a Non-Proﬁt Organization Founded by Handlers of
PSDs for Current, Aspiring, and Potential Handlers"—a hub of information, news, and
articles; host of private online peer guidance group; advocate for PSD teams.
"How to Get a Service Dog for Depression or Anxiety (and How Much It Costs)"
"Training a Service Dog for Public Access"
"Service Dogs For Sexual Assault Survivors"
"'It Fills My Soul,' One Woman's Goal to Train Psychiatric Service Dogs for Survivors"
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